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Chapter   

S eventeen-year-old Ariessy Taylor sat at the table feeling so 
tired, the nerves in her eyes throbbed. Still, her alarm woke 

her on time that morning, which made a pleasant change. She 
rested her chin on her hand and watched the wild birds through 
the kitchen window from her mid-terrace home in Margam, 
UK. A seagull swooped down to eat the dried fruit she’d left out 
for them the night before; how much do you understand about 
life—do you ever feel alone? She thought.

Her mother, Mari, paused mid-way through buttering the 
crumpets as her eyes drifted to the front page of the morning 
paper. Her mouth dropped open when she read the headline. 
‘Holy hell, do you think this was Freyja’s curse?’ she said.
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Ariessy was only half-listening; she was focused on a bird 
washing her feathers in the pond outside.

‘Essy?’ said Mari, ‘what do you think?’
‘It’s on the counter, isn’t it?’ she replied.
Mari was scanning the rest of the article. ‘What’s on the 

counter?’ 
‘Your purse,’ she replied.
‘My purse? What are you talking about, darling?’ Mari gazed 

up at her and frowned in that concerned way she always did 
when Ariessy lapsed into her daydreams. 

‘Earth calling Essy, are you reading me?’ Eccentric was the 
word most people used for Mari; others said she was mad as 
a box of frogs, but those people didn’t really know her. She 
was an intelligent woman with natural beauty who didn’t suOer 
fools. She tapped the bottom of the butter knife on the wood 
countertop. ‘Essy, are you still with us, darling, or should I be 
looking for somewhere to plug you in?’

Ariessy broke from her daze and checked the time on the wall 
clock. ‘qh no, I’m going to be late; I haven’t even dried my hair 
yet.’ She raked her —ngers through her long chestnut strands and 
sNuinted. It had a natural curl to it like her mother’s. ‘I knew I 
should have used more conditioner.’

‘It’s only eight o’clock; you’ve got plenty of time; —nish your 
breakfast —rst.’ Mari placed a plate of hot crumpets in front of 
her.

‘You know I don’t have much of an appetite in the mornings,’ 
she stretched out her arms. ‘My body feels stiO as a board.’
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‘You missed dinner last night. You’ll waste away if you don’t 
eat properly. I already have your father to worry about; I don’t 
need you giving me grey hairs as well.’

‘I keep telling you not to worry about me.’
‘I came up to your bedroom last night to call you down for 

dinner and you weren’t moving; I had to check you were still 
breathingDfor a terrifying moment, I wondered if you were 
dead.’ The stunned, wide-eyed expression Mari gave her made 
Ariessy laugh. ‘It’s not funny; you scared me half to death. Why 
are you so tired all the time lately? Are you sick?’ Mari pushed 
her hand against Ariessy’s forehead.

‘Co, I’m —ne; stop worrying,’ she replied.
‘Are you sure you’re not depressed? I know you’re worried 

about your father, but darlinD’
‘I’m not depressed. I’m not sleeping well, that’s all. I’m okay.’
‘You need to take more care of yourself; you’re not eating 

enough. If you’re not careful, you’ll get too thin and wiryDyou 
don’t want to end up looking like a pipe cleaner.’

Ariessy giggled and shook her head. ‘Is Can coming over this 
morning?’

Mari Licked through the rest of the paper. ‘Yes, she’s going to 
sit with your dad so that I can go out. I need to buy food; we’re 
running low on everything.’

‘I keep telling you we should order online.’
‘I like to see for myself what I’m buying; you know that.’
‘I can pick up groceries on my way home if you like; text me 

a list.’
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‘It’s all right, love. I need to get out of the house; I’m getting 
cabin fever being stuck in all day long.’

‘I’m home all weekend. I’ll sit with :ad if you want to go 
anywhere.’

‘I don’t want you to worry; I can manage,’ said Mari.
‘:ad’s improved today, though, hasn’t he?’
Mari frowned and avoided Ariessy’s gaze. 
‘I thought you said he was feeling better now; you said he just 

needed more time, and he’d be —ne.’
‘Yes, we have to stay positive. We’ll give him another healing 

session tonight.’
Ariessy couldn’t have wished for a better father than Henry; 

he spent hours with her when she was a child and was always 
there for her when she needed him. They shared the same sense 
of humour and a love of birds. Ariessy was a young girl when 
Henry demonstrated how to use sorcery to heal their injuries. 
She hadn’t developed her own healing abilities at that age, 
but she spent hours learning all the spells ready for when she 
could put them into practice. She wasn’t a natural healer like 
her dad; it took determination and lots of concentration, but 
with persistence and patience, she was competent, which was 
good enough for her. Henry was the one person in the world 
who understood her; Ariessy needed his guidance, and since his 
health declined, she felt abandoned. Mari was kind and loving, 
but she was more composed and reserved in her aOections 
than Henry and worried about everything, so Ariessy kept her 
problems to herself because she didn’t want to make things any 
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worse. Mari’s worry was a trait Ariessy hadn’t thought she’d 
inherited until recently; now, all she thought about was her 
father’s illness, and the fear of losing him overwhelmed her. It 
felt like her guts were being ripped out every time the possibility 
of losing him entered her mind. She longed to jump in the car 
and take drives like they had when she was a child or go for a 
walk along the coast, but his muscles were too weak, and he felt 
permanently exhausted. The scariest part was that sorcery had 
become less eOective in healing him as time went on, and the 
past few months, he’d been getting worse.

Isobel knocked on the door, and Mari let her in.
Ariessy had never met either of her biological grandmothers; 

they both died before she was born. Mari’s father, Eric, lived in 
Panada, and she only met him once when she was a few months 
old, so she didn’t remember him. Isobel had known Henry’s 
mother for many years, so when she died, Isobel became a 
surrogate mother to Henry and subseNuently a nan to Ariessy 
when she was born. She strode into the kitchen with a tissue 
pressed against her cheek.

Ariessy reached for her hand and frowned. ‘Can, what’s the 
matter?’

Isobel prided herself on being immaculately dressed. She 
always wore bright, con—dent clothes and had perfectly 
manicured nails. She styled her long white hair the same way 
every day; tied up in a neat bun with jewelled hair combs pinned 
on either side, but that morning her hair was sticking out all over 
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the place; she didn’t have a stitch of make-up on, and her clothes 
were unironed and mismatched.

‘What’s happened?’ asked Ariessy.
Isobel fought back her tears and slumped into a chair at the 

kitchen table. ‘Haven’t you heard the news? Everyone’s talking 
about it?’ she said.

‘Co, what news?’ Mari put the kettle on.
‘Gook what they did to her.’ Isobel held up the newspaper 

and pointed to the headline; it readé àensioner’s Foot Found 
Among her Ashes.

‘qh, yes, I saw it this morning,’ said Mari. ‘It’s awful.’
The photograph was disturbing; a single foot, still wearing a 

Loral pink slipper, resting beneath a wicker chair surrounded by 
a layer of thick, snowy ash. The walls behind were scorched, but 
the tall lamp in the corner of the room remained untouched.

Ariessy’s green eyes widened. ‘Who is it?’ she stared at the 
picture with her hand clamped over her mouth.

‘It’s 2ertie,’ said Isobel.
‘2ertie Felin? Are you sure?’ asked Mari.
‘How could it be?’ Ariessy peered at the picture again. ‘It’s 

horrible,’ she said, turning her head away. ‘I can’t believe it; what 
could 2ertie have done to activate our goddess’s curse?’

Their goddess, Freyja, created the Seivar and gifted them 
with sorcery under strict conditionsDthey must only use 
their abilities to protect Mother Earth and her non-human 
inhabitants. They must not, under any circumstances, reveal 
their sorcery to humankind. If humans knew what Seivar 
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were capable of, they would want to use their gifts to gain 
personal power, wealth, or rulership over others. The humans 
would probably try to drag the Seivar community into political 
frictions throughout the world, undermining qdin’s order 
that humanity remains free to evolve without any supernatural 
inLuence. So, the gods made sure it could never happen. If 
humankind observed Seivar sorcery, they were stripped of the 
memory and left with only a d3j1 vu of the moments leading up 
to the event. The Seivar, however, didn’t escape so easily. Freyja 
punished them by spontaneously combusting them to ash.

Some in the Seivar community believed the curse to be an 
old-wives tale told by mothers to make their children behave 
because it was such a rare occurrence. There had never been 
a case in Wales, not that Ariessy knew of anywayDuntil now. 
Seeing 2ertie’s foot in the picture made her stomach turn.

Isobel’s frail hand pointed at the picture. ‘This wasn’t 
Freyja’s curseDthat much I know.’

‘Then how did it happen?’ asked Ariessy.
‘Are you sure it’s 2ertie?’ asked Mari.
‘Yes, Gucy called me this morning and told me.’ Isobel’s voice 

was laden with anger, ‘She must have had something to do with 
it.’

‘qh, Izzy, why would you say something like that?’ asked 
Mari.

‘What did she say on the phone?’ asked Ariessy.
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‘Cot much, and she didn’t sound upset, she told me 
point-blank her mother was dead, as though she were talking 
about someone else’s mother. :on’t you think that’s odd?’

Ariessy glanced at Mari with a Nuestioning frown.
‘àeople grieve in diOerent ways; you mustn’t judge her 

because you don’t think she sounded upset,’ said Mari. 
‘Well, whatever Gucy thinks happened, it’s not true. 2ertie 

would never fall foul of our goddess’s curse; it’s impossible.’
‘So, what do you think happened?’ asked Ariessy.
‘qbviously, someone killed her,’ said Isobel.
‘What? Why would anyone want to kill 2ertie?’
‘Essy, please don’t encourage her,’ said Mari.
‘I don’t know, but I’m going to —nd out. 2ertie had her 

faults, I know, she wasn’t the easiest woman to get along with, 
but incompetence was not one of them,’ said Isobel.

Mari folded her arms across her chest. ‘Would you listen to 
yourself? Are you aware of the accusations you’re making?’

‘I wanted her to come and live with me, she was lonely in that 
house all by herself, but Gucy insisted she stay at home, now we 
know why don’t we? That girl always works too many hours at 
the Authority; she was never around to help 2ertie.’

‘She probably felt it was her duty to take care of her mother,’ 
said Mari.

Isobel spat out her words as though they left a bad taste in her 
mouth. ‘And look how that turned out.’

Ariessy placed a china cup on the table in front of Isobel. 
‘Here, drink this; it’s lemon tea.’
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‘You’re a good girl, Essy.’ Isobel stroked the side of her face.
‘:o you want some breakfast?’ asked Mari.
‘Co, thank you, I feel too sick to eat. How is Henry this 

morning?’
‘Cot great,’ said Mari. ‘He’s sleeping again now.’
‘I’m sure it will pass; he’s been up and down for a few weeks 

now.’
‘:o you think it will? I’m so worried,’ said Ariessy.
‘I’ll give him some healing when he wakes up, love.’ 
Sorcery was a remarkable gift to be givenDbut using the 

energies had side eOects. Appliances turned themselves on, and 
alarms could be set oO up to a mile down the road. If too many 
Seivar used their energies at the same time, the neighbourhood 
sounded like alarm-city for a few minutes afterwards. Modern 
technology was putting the Seivar community at greater risk as 
time went on, and as a result, they had to be meticulous in their 
calculations whenever they used their gifts.

Isobel clutched her handbag in her lap, took out a small black 
and white picture of two young girls with tight curls, and gazed 
at it as tears trembled on her lower lids. ‘We were like sisters 
growing up, 2ertie and me. I remember this day like it was 
yesterday; it was our —rst devotional to Freyja. We were only 
—ve years old, so we didn’t have our gift yet and were fascinated 
by the myriad of colours the other Seivar manifested around us 
during the ritual. We wore our best dresses that day; you can 
see how happy we were. I’ll never forget, it was September 94rd, 
5B!J. So much happened that year; it was the end of the war. I’ll 
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always remember, my mother spent hours winding rags in my 
hair to make those curls,’ Isobel clutched a pink, heart-shaped 
pendant around her neck.

‘That’s a pretty necklace,’ said Ariessy.
‘It was a gift from 2ertie.’
Mari put her arm around Isobel’s shoulder. ‘I’m so sorry; I 

know she meant a lot to you.’
Isobel’s eyes hung on the picture of young 2ertie. ‘I’m going 

to —nd out who’s responsible for this. They won’t get away with 
it.’

‘They? Who are they?’ asked Mari.
‘Whoever is responsible for killing her,’ said Isobel. ‘I won’t 

stop until I —nd out what they’re up to.’
A chill rushed through Ariessy’s body. She didn’t want 

to think about anyone being up to anything, especially not 
murder. Who would want to kill Gertie? She was an old lady? 
She thought. Margam wasn’t the kind of place you’d expect to 
hear about the murder of an elderly lady, but it wasn’t normal 
to hear of a Seiva being ashe—ed by their goddess’s curse either. 
She didn’t want to admit it to herself, but deep down, Ariessy 
knew something was wrong.

‘Have you spoken to Gucy about your concerns? I’m sure 
she’d order an investigation if there’s any doubt about the cause 
of her mother’s death,’ asked Mari.

‘Co, it’s too dangerous. Gucy could be involved,’ said Isobel.
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Involved in what? Ariessy glared at her. Perhaps Nan has lost 
her mind. After all, she is in her late seventies, despite looking 
young for it—well, usually anyway, when she wasn’t so upset.

Isobel lifted her handbag onto her lap and dropped the 
photograph back inside.

‘Essy, you’d better get to work,’ said Mari.
‘Work?’ said Isobel.
‘At, Acacia,’ said Ariessy.
‘We didn’t want to worry you,’ said Mari, ‘it was Cronwyn’s 

suggestion.’
‘What are you talking about? :idn’t want to worry me about 

what?’
‘The headmaster expelled me,’ said Ariessy.
‘Why, what happened?’
‘She called àetra a hag in front of everyone,’ said Mari.
‘qh, Essy, really. How many times have I told you, speak well 

of your friendDof your enemy, say nothingD’
‘I know, I was stupid; I just got so angry.’
‘You must train that anger.’
‘I try, but it’s hard. They say there’s always one person in 

every class that knows they’re not wanted there; I just wish it 
didn’t always have to be me.’

‘Why don’t they want you there?’ asked Mari.
‘Cecause I’m a freak.’
‘What? Why do you say that?’
‘There’s nothing wrong with being uniNue,’ said Isobel.
‘Yes, there is. Co one wants to be diOerent, Can,’ she replied.
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‘You must learn to be proud of who you areDyou can’t run 
from it.’

‘Ariessy Taylor. You’re no diOerent from any of those other 
girls. :on’t ever let me hear you talk like that again,’ said Mari.

‘Who is àetra anyway?’ asked Isobel.
‘Eminent Aldrik’s daughter,’ said Mari.
‘qh, well, that explains why they expelled you. You must try 

to keep yourself out of trouble.’
‘She needs to learn not to be so impulsive,’ said Mari.
‘She can’t help it, Mari; she takes after you.’
‘I am here, you know. I’m not deaf.’
Seivar usually built or worked for companies that satis—ed 

the purpose of their creation, so they were typically involved 
in ecology, environmental issues, and animal welfare. In the 
Seivar community, gainful employment was heavily reliant on 
who you knew rather than just what you learned and how 
many Nuali—cations you had. If you were keen and willing to 
work hard, the community were happy to take a chance on 
you. Cronwyn was Mari’s closest friend. She and her husband 
Eohn bought the Acacia Academy a few years before. So when 
Ariessy’s headmaster made her leave the school, Mari decided 
she’d be happier forgetting about her studies and starting work 
instead. As Henry was a teacher, Cronwyn suggested she follow 
in his footsteps and oOered her an apprenticeship at Acacia, 
which Ariessy was more than happy to accept. She taught 
reading, writing and Welsh to the younger children at the 
Academy. She didn’t teach sorcery yet. Seivar children didn’t 
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develop their gifts until they were nine or ten years old to protect 
them from the dangers of revealing themselves to the human 
world before they were old enough to understand the risks.

‘Are you enjoying working at the Acacia, Essy?’ asked Isobel.
‘Yes, I love it; the kids are amazing.’
‘How long have you been there now?’
‘Four months.’ Ariessy picked up her bag and slid it over her 

shoulder.
‘qh, you left school last year then?’ A momentary smile 

Lashed across Isobel’s face, but it was short-lived.
Ariessy reached down and hugged her. ‘Yes. I’m sorry about 

2ertie. I wish there were something I could do to help.’
‘Thank you, love,’ said Isobel.
‘Essy, remember your coat; it’s going to rain,’ said Mari.
‘qh Mari, she’s not a child anymore,’ said Isobel, ‘stop 

fussing over her.’
Mari turned to Ariessy. ‘And eat properly at lunchtime.’
‘She’ll eat when she’s hungry,’ said Isobel.
‘She missed dinner last night,’ said Mari.
‘Why, are you sick, Essy?’ The crease in Isobel’s forehead 

deepened.
‘Co, I was tired. You know, Mum worries too much.’
‘She fell asleep at six o’clock,’ said Mari.
‘Well then, your mother’s right.’
‘I’ll be all right.’ She headed to the door. ‘Pall me if :ad 

wakes up; I need to know he’s okay.’
‘I will, darling,’ said Mari.
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As Ariessy lifted her coat oO the hook, a knot twisted inside 
her gut. Could Nan be right? Is there a murderer loose in our 
hometown, or is she letting her grief get the better of her? She tried 
to shake the picture of 2ertie’s foot out of her mind, but it kept 
creeping back in.
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Chapter   

T he Acacia Academy was an impressive building; it had 
an elegant Edwardian style exterior and was in good 

repair considering its age. The grand clock sitting in its central 
space always kept the correct time, although the clanging 
of the bell every hour was louder than Ariessy would have 
liked. In addition to bold Private Property signs, various 
security measures kept humans away, mainly a powerful 
spell surrounding the perimeter. The results were simple but 
eqective; if humans wandered too near, they felt compelled to 
turn around and go back the way they came, no Suestions asked. 
’eivar couldnVt use mind manipulation to compel humans the 
way the —eurrulfar did, and the threat of being asheOed-as 
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well as legislation and modern technology, made using sorcery 
challenging, to say the least.

Ariessy sped past the iron gates, slammed on her brakes 
and swerved into a parking space. ’he glanced up at the grand 
clock. :h, hexit, IVm late-again. ’he snatched her bag from the 
passengerVs seat and, using her coat as an umbrella, raced to the 
entrance doors.

The modern decor inside contrasted its oldHworld exterior as 
the building Olled with natural light, which beamed in from tall 
windows and shimmered on the marbleHeqect tiled ‘oor. In the 
foyer hung a giant red dragon painting, with the wordsM Cenedl 
heb iaith, cenedl heb galon curved over the top. It meant a nation 
without language is a nation without heart.

Ariessy hurried into her classroom and found ’teve relaxing 
back in her chair with his feet up on her desk. ?e eyeballed her 
with his big brown eyes; he was in his thirties but had the playful 
attitude of a much younger man. YWorning Essy,V he said in his 
broad ’cottish accent. 

Y?i,V she returned her sweetest grin, hoping he wouldnVt 
mention her timekeeping-or lack of it.

YItVs nine twentyHsix,V he said.
Y’ince when did you become the talking clockNV ’he took oq 

her coat and hung it on a peg beside the door.
’teve tutted. YBou do realise youVre late, again.V
YI know IVm sorry.V
YAnything to get out of early morning meetings, huhN FhatVs 

your excuse this timeNV
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YI lost track of time.V ?er phone pinged in a text message.
YFhoVs thatNV he asked.
YJosey. ItVs Lronwyn.V
YFhat does it sayN Are you in troubleNV
’he scanned through the text while chewing on her 

thumbnail. Y’he wants to see me in her oCce at lunchtime.V
YThat means youVre toast.V
Y:h great, thanks for the reassurance.V
YEssy, youVve been late every day this week, and itVs Rriday 

tomorrow.V
Y’heVll understand, though, wonVt sheNV
YDust remember itVs me whoVs been covering for you.V
YBes, I know, I owe you one.V
YWore than one, but donVt worry, you can pay me back in 

spocktails next week.V
YFhy, whatVs happening next weekNV
YItVs GlewellynVs birthday as it happens, not that we need an 

excuse to celebrate,V he grinned. YFeVre meeting at the …avern at 
eight oVclock. I want to see you there, no excuses.V

’he took out her phone and opened her calendar. YAll right. 
ItVs in the diary.V

Y!ight then, IVll leave you to the carpet caterpillars; theyVre in 
a delightful mood, as you can see.V ?e glanced around the room 
and broke into a wideHopen smile.

’he paused to watch the children. The sound of wooden 
chair legs getting dragged along the ‘oor was uncomfortable 
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for everyone, but with heightened senses, for Ariessy, it was 
harrowing. ’he forced a smile. YTheyVre excitable this morning.V

YBeah, well, over to you, IVve only been here half an hour, and 
IVm exhausted already.V ?e chuckled to himself as he left the 
room. 

zavid and Gewis were drawing large shapes on the 
whiteboard with bright coloured pens. ’arah was sitting  
crossHlegged with a pile of books sheVd taken from the bookcase 
in the corner of the room, and ’ophie was spinning around in 
circles with her long curls ‘ying across her face.

YIVm going to be the most powerful ’eiva in the world,V 
shouted ’tar from the back of the classroom. ’he ‘icked her 
long black hair behind her and ran up to Ariessy. YItVs my 
birthday soon.V

YI know, youVre going to be six,V said Ariessy.
YBes, and IVm going on holiday to geese,V she wrapped her 

arms around AriessyVs knees. YIVm going to miss you.V
YIVll miss you too, ’tar, but you still have a few weeks before 

the school holidays, and itVs jreece darling; geese are the birds.V
Wost of the other children in the class didnVt like ’tar. 

?er abrupt and overHconOdent manner grated on them, but 
Ariessy sensed it was an act to hide her insecurities. ?er family 
expected her to live up to their infamous Sualities, all of whom 
held positions of high authority and responsibility within the 
community. zespite her young age, ’tar was terriOed of not 
being good enough, so Ariessy did her best to encourage her.
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zavid ran up and stood stockHstill in front of Ariessy with a 
wide grin. Yjood morning Essy,V he said in a Suiet voice.

Ariessy bent down and rested her hand on his shoulder. 
Yjood morning, Wr ?arris. Fhat are we going to do todayNV

YI donVt know,V he shu1ed from foot to foot.
’he circled her hand and manifested a giant blue bubble over 

her desk. Y:kay, class, letVs see if you can all sit down Suietly 
before the bubble bursts, and6j:UV

The kids raced to the centre of the room, ‘opped themselves 
down and ga8ed up at her with eager faces.

Y’ophie, what should we do for the next hourNV she asked.
Gewis held his arm at the elbow and stretched it up as far as 

he could. Y…an we play a gameNV
YWm, well let me see, how about lliwiau …ymraegNV
The children broke into a cacophony of excited sSueals.
Y:kay, in case any of you have forgotten the rules. IVm going 

to give you the name of a colour in Felsh, and youVre going to 
Ond the matchingHcoloured mat, and sit down on it as fast as 
you can. The last person to sit on the correct mat will have to 
say the word for me in Felsh Orst and then in English.V

YBes, I love this game,V shouted Gewis.
Y!eadyNV Ariessy smiled.
The children screamed out excitedly and raised themselves oq 

the ‘oor in readiness.
YAll right, ready-:!EJUV
Ariessy chuckled as the children raced to the orange mat, 

scrambling over each other. ’he hadnVt contemplated teaching 
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until Lronwyn suggested it; her own experiences of being a 
pupil were a world away. The jibsonVs envisioned a more 
nurturing environment where the kids could ‘ex their creative 
muscles and share decisions in their learning, which Ariessy 
embraced wholeheartedly. That was the main reason Dohn and 
Lronwyn didnVt make the kids wear a uniform. They had 
the school emblem sewn onto THshirts of every colour, and 
providing their shoes didnVt have heels, they were free to wear 
whatever they liked. Jow, teaching the little ones was a Kob 
Ariessy had come to love, and she couldnVt imagine doing 
anything else.

Ariessy knocked on the headmistressVs door; she didnVt realise 
she was chewing her lower lip until she bit too hard and 
‘inched.

Lronwyn opened the door with smiling eyes. YEssy, good, 
youVre here, take a seat,V she was a short, wellHrounded lady, and 
her long ‘oral skirt swept behind her as she strode back behind 
her desk. Y?ow is your dad, honeyNV

Y?eVs up and down, to be honest, and Wum is worried; sheVs 
fussing over every little thing as usual.V
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YBes, itVs a diCcult time for you all; how are you managingN 
Bou look tired.V

YIVm okay, thank you.V
YBouVve missed Suite a few morning meetings; you must call 

in and let us know when youVre going to arrive late.V
YBes, IVm sorry, my head has been all over the place lately. IVll 

do better from now on.V
YFell, if thereVs anything Dohn or I can do, you only have to 

say.V
YThank you.V
?as anyone told you about the workshops weVve organisedNV
YJo.V
Dohn hurried into the oCce behind them. ?e was tall and 

thin, with a thick, wild beard that reminded her of a mad 
professor. Y?ello Essy,V he said with a beaming smile, Yhow are 
youNV

YFhat on Earth are you wearing, DohnN Bou smell like an 
aftershave advertisement,V said Lronwyn.

Y?ow can I smell like an advert, dearN As far as IVm aware, we 
still havenVt invented smellyHvision.V

Ariessy sti‘ed a laugh with a wide smile.
YBou know what I meant. I called Essy in to talk to her about 

the Fildlife Farrior proKect.V
Y:h, yes, weVre excited about it.V Dohn didnVt look up; he was 

struggling to open the safe.
YA warrior, whatNV asked Ariessy.
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Dohn clasped a hand over his lower back, Y:h, bloody hell, 
who lowered the safe while I wasnVt lookingNV ?is humour 
and animated expression made Ariessy laugh. ’he loved his 
optimistic nature; he had a heart of gold and always seemed 
happy to oqer a helping hand-he reminded her of her dad in 
that way.

Lronwyn turned to help him. YFhat are you trying to stuq in 
thereNV she asked.

YPaperwork, love, thereVs so much of it.V
YGeave it a moment and tell Essy about the workshops.V
Y:h yes, well, weVve set up what weVre calling Fildlife Farrior 

workshops. TheyVre classes for human kids on the weekends and 
perhaps after school if it becomes popular.V

AriessyVs Kaw dropped. Yzid you say, humansNV
YBes, aged between nine and thirteen. FeVve already recruited 

a few local schools, and theyVre thrilled with the idea, arenVt they, 
LronwynNV

YI donVt understand,V said Ariessy. YFhy human kidsN Fhat 
are you going to teach themNV

YEnvironmental studies, how to take care of our wildlife, and 
of course, the importance of sustainability,V he said.

YFe need to bring the message of environmental protection 
straight to them,V said Lronwyn.

YFeVve organised visits to Welincourt, Aberdulais and 
Plantasia, to interest them in local wildlife and teach them more 
about the ecological problems we face globally. The hope is that 
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theyVll begin to understand how much of a diqerence each of 
them can make in their daily lives,V said Dohn.

Y:h, right,V said Ariessy.
Y’o, what do you thinkNV asked Dohn.
YItVs a brilliant idea, but do you think the —ald will allow itNV
YTheyVve tied me in knots with paperwork, but eventually, 

theyVll approve it, IVm sure; no need to worry, I have everything 
in hand.V

Ariessy wasnVt so sure. The —ald were the law enforcers of 
a race called the —eurrulfar. :din created them in honour 
of his son, Thor, and tasked them with protecting humanity 
from nonHhuman races- like the ’eivar. Their obligations had 
evolved to include the imposition of laws and enforcement 
of restrictions placed on the ’eivar community following a 
war between the two races back in óBBB. The —eurrulfar lived 
primarily on a planet called Jidavellir, but over the past few 
hundred years, theyVd built bases on Earth, where the —ald lived, 
concealed among the human population worldwide.

Dohn continued in a cheerful tone. Y:nce weVve satisOed all 
their reSuirements, IVm sure theyVll give us the goHahead; theyVre 
much more accommodating than I expected, to be honest with 
you,V he said.

YFeVd like you to help Dohn teach the workshops,V said 
Lronwyn. YFhat do you thinkNV

YWeNV A shadow of alarm showed on AriessyVs face.
YBes,V Dohn gave her a bright smile.
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YLut surely, I donVt have enough teaching experience; IVve 
only been working for a few months.V

YIVve heard nothing but excellent reports from the rest of the 
staq about how well youVre doing, and the kids love you,V said 
Dohn.

YThank you, but IVm working with ’eivar children. I donVt 
think IVm SualiOed to teach human kids.V

YFhy notNV asked Lronwyn.
YI donVt think I have the right skills,V said Ariessy.
YJonsense, you have all the skills you need. It would help if 

you had more conOdence in yourself,V said Lronwyn.
Y:ut of all our teachers, you, my dear, are one who is most 

suitable for the task. Bou engage remarkably well with the 
younger children, and because youVre still young yourself, the 
older kids wonVt feel threatened by you. Fe think youVre a 
perfect Ot,V said Dohn.

YFe understand, the timing isnVt good, with ?enry taking a 
turn recently, and if you donVt want to teach all the workshops, 
you donVt have to,V said Lronwyn.

Y’o, what do you sayNV asked Dohn. ?is eager expression 
crushed her. Dohn and Lronwyn had been exceptionally kind to 
her, and the last thing she wanted to do was disappoint them, 
but she knew spending a lot of time around humans was a risk 
she couldnVt aqord to take; what if they discovered her secretN

Dohn lowered his head and ga8ed up at her. YFe canVt do it 
without you.V

YIVd love to help, but I canVt; IVm sorry,V she said.
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YFhy not EssyNV asked Lronwyn.V
’he couldnVt tell them the real reason, but that didnVt matter 

because she had a reason which was Kust as valid. YI need to be 
at home as much as possible. zad is getting sicker; I need to be 
there to help Wum.V

YI was worried about that too, so I spoke to Wari this 
morning; ’he thinks it will do you good to get out of the house 
more,V said Lronwyn.

Yzid she say thatNV
YBes.V
Yzoes she know IVll be spending time with human kidsNV
YBes, she seemed to think it was a great idea.V
Y’he didNV
YItVs settled then. The —ald are visiting us this afternoon, so if 

they want to ask a few Suestions, be polite. It shouldnVt take too 
long,V said Dohn.

AriessyVs fatigue disappeared in an instant. Y—ald oCcers are 
coming hereN To the AcademyN TodayNV 

YzonVt look so worried; they want to put names to faces, 
thatVs all,V said Lronwyn. YItVs nothing you need to be nervous 
about.V

Dohn ru1ed the top of AriessyVs head. YBou worry too much.V
Ariessy frowned. Isobel had drummed it into her since she 

was a little girl that she must never speak to the —ald, not under 
any circumstances, but she was too startled by the revelation to 
oqer any resistance. 
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Y:ur Orst trip is planned for noon on ’aturday-weVre going 
to Welincourt Ralls. The coach will arrive ten minutes before, 
so be at Wargam community centre by SuarterHto, if you can,V 
said Dohn.

YThis ’aturdayNV asked Ariessy.
YIVm sure youVll enKoy it. Fe Kust want you to encourage the 

kids to have fun and answer their Suestions; thatVs all,V said 
Lronwyn.

Y:kay.V ’he returned an unconvinced smile. What am I 
getting myself into?

YI do have one more favour to ask before you go,V said Dohn. 
YIVm going to be a lot busier with all this going on, so I need you 
to take over a few manifestation classes for me.V

Ariessy tried not to show her reluctance. ’he paused. YI mean, 
if thereVs no one else, I could maybe manage a few lessons,V she 
said.

Lronwyn sat back in her chair and moved a pile of paperwork 
around her desk. YAh, here it is-the curriculum for this term.V

Ariessy sat in silence and read down the bulletHpoint list. The 
concealing spell, healing spell, covering tracks, selfHprotection, 
and Onally, the proKection of thought spell, which was Kust 
a polite way to describe compulsion. A stronger ’eiva could 
compel others to do their bidding by proKecting their thoughts 
onto them. ?owever, the ability didnVt work on humans, or 
—eurrulfar for that matter. It was impossible to hide from the 
—ald; sorcery didnVt aqect the —eurrulfar race directly. ’eivar 
couldnVt compel them, and to top it oq, the —eurrulfar looked 
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human, which meant they couldnVt tell the —ald and the 
humans apart. Cnfortunately, the —ald had the upper hand 
because ’eivar had a golden aura surrounding their bodies 
which-although invisible to humans-meant the —ald could 
identify a ’eiva from a good distance, even in a crowd at night. 
As Ariessy grew up, Isobel made it clear that she mustnVt draw 
attention to herself among humans for fear of attracting the 
attention of the —ald. ’he never explained why, though, and 
Ariessy was afraid to ask.

YEssy, are you all rightNV asked Dohn.
Y:h, yes, sorry.V
Y’o, what do you thinkN Bou shouldnVt have any trouble 

teaching those spells.V 
Ariessy tried to hide her growing concern. YThe proKection of 

thought spell is a bit advanced for this age group, isnVt itNV she 
said.

YThere are some talented ’eivar among them who need 
challenges if weVre to identify their potential,V said Dohn.

YFhat if it gets out of hand and they try to control each 
otherNV 

YItVs important we Ond out who has that ability so we 
can guide them in the right direction, donVt you agreeNV said 
Lronwyn.

YI suppose so.V Ariessy wasnVt convinced but didnVt want to 
challenge the headmistress and appear disrespectful. Y:h, and 
one last thing before you go. FeVve arranged a charity dinner on 
’aturday óDth to raise funds for our Fildlife Farrior proKect. 
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Dohn invited some parents to come along; it would be great if 
youVd Koin us.V Lronwyn handed Ariessy an invitation. IVm sure 
theyVd love to meet our volunteers. I know itVs late notice. I had 
intended to give this to you during our morning meeting on 
Wonday, but as youVve been absent all week, I havenVt had the 
chance. BouVll come, wonVt youNV

Ariessy stared at the invitation.
YEssyNV said Dohn.
Y:h-yes.V ’he nodded and got up from her seat. ’he needed 

some fresh air fast; her mind was swarming with concerns.
YFeVre all praying for your dad, love,V said Lronwyn.
YThank you; IVll tell him.V As she left the room, she raised her 

eyes to the ceiling and whispered. YRreyKa, please help me.V

That afternoon, Jathan Dackson and !ick Eramer marched 
through the main entrance to Acacia Academy. They didnVt 
look approachable; both were unshaven and wore black combat 
trousers and boots. Dackson stood a little shorter than Eramer, 
who had a scowl on his face.

Dohn greeted them with a nervous smile. YIVm Dohn jibson. 
Fe spoke on the phone.V ?e held out his hand.
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Y—ald Dackson,V he said, shaking DohnVs hand. YThis is —ald 
Eramer.V

Eramer nodded and looked around.
YItVs nice to meet you; please come this way.V Dohn led the two 

men through the entrance hall and into a wide corridor leading 
to the oCces and staq rooms. 

Dackson took an interest in the artwork posted up on the walls 
and stopped to take a closer look. YAre these drawings of IngerNV 
he asked.

DohnVs tone was apologetic. YBes, as IVm sure you know, the 
sisters are a signiOcant part of our history.V

Lorn in the Widdle Ages, sisters Inger and ’ig were nomadic 
tribeswomen from ’vealand in ’weden who had been orphaned 
as children. The girls were inseparable until ’ig came of age and 
caught the eye of the Eing. As she was beguiling and intelligent, 
the Eing asked her to work in the palace. ’ig begged Inger to 
go with her, but Inger refused to live with the human Eing, 
explaining it was too dangerous for sorcerers and humans to 
live together. After a lengthy discussion, Inger Onally accepted 
’igVs decision to go alone but made her promise she would never 
use sorcery within the royal grounds. ’ig agreed, and after a 
sorrowful goodbye, she left Inger to settle in a nearby wood, 
alone and moved into the palace. 

zuring her time with the Eing, ’ig repeatedly acted against 
IngerVs wishes and used her sorcery within the palace walls. 
:ne day, a servant woman witnessed ’ig manifesting healing 
light over an inKured piglet, and ’igVs body erupted into ‘ames. 
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TerriOed, the servant woman ran to tell the EingVs men what 
happened, but when she arrived, she couldnVt recall why she 
was so scared and was left confused. It was some time before 
the EingVs men found the remains of ’igVs body, and a part of 
her arm was left untouched by the ‘ames. ?orriOed and scared, 
the EingVs men feared ’igVs death was the work of ’urtr, the 
Ore giant. Gooking for someone to blame, they turned to ’igVs 
hermit sister, Inger. Taken by surprise and without a tribe to 
protect her, Inger couldnVt defend herself from the EingVs army. 
They dragged her to the palace to answer for her crimes, and 
when she failed to satisfy their accusations, they sentenced her 
to the same fate as her sister. To this day, Inger is believed to be 
the Orst and only ’eiva to have been burned at the stake. The 
community have long since debated why she didnVt use sorcery 
to take control of her death. Leing asheOed by RreyKaVs curse is 
Suick and painless, which is undoubtedly preferable to being 
burned alive.

The children had drawn colourful illustrations of the sistersV 
life stories. :ne of the drawings was a wooden stake outside 
the palace with a woman tied to it wideHeyed, as orange ‘ames 
snaked up her body.

YInger is worshipped by the WFttaka. zo you teach the 
children about them, tooNV EramerVs tone brimmed with 
disapproval.

YI believe this lesson was for younger children to understand 
the importance of using sorcery with caution,V said Dohn.
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YIf youVre going to use Inger to make a point to the kids, then 
educate them while theyVre young to ensure they understand 
the danger of organisations like the WFttaka,V said Eramer. 

YThe WFttaka are hellHbent on culling humanity, and their 
sacriOces to Inger have played a pivotal role in that,V said Dackson.

YTo immortalise her as a hero in this way is irresponsible and 
dangerous,V said Eramer.

YLut the WFttaka are now thankfully conOned to the history 
books. The community is left having to live with the terrible 
things our ancestors did; we donVt want to push that guilt on 
our children at such a young age,V said Dohn.

Y:n the contrary, Dohn, without education, history is 
doomed to be repeated,V said Dackson.

YI suggest Inger is taken oq the curriculum until the children 
are old enough to learn of the WFttaka,V said Eramer.

YI understand; IVll make amendments immediately,V said 
Dohn.

The WFttaka had been a chilling rebel organisation whose 
primary interest was culling the human population. Fhat 
humanity believed were caused by rats, gerbils, and birds were, 
in fact, the result of dark sorcery in the guise of plagues brought 
to Earth from other worlds using ancient portals. Previously, 
other races had used stone monuments to open supernatural 
doors and trade goods and services, but that was before the 
WFttaka made plans to enslave humanity. In óBBB the plague 
became so deadly that it forced the —eurrulfar to create a Ore 
in Gondon to purify IngerVs negative energies and prevent any 
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further spread. To protect them, the —eurrulfar established the 
—ald in its present form and set up permanent Earth bases to 
oversee the ’eiva communityVs plans and enforce their own laws. 
To this day, the —ald still carry tremendous guilt over the two 
deaths in the great Ore. ?owever, more people have died after 
falling oq the monument memorial than ever perished in the 
Ore itself. 

After the WFttakaVs crimes against humanity, :din 
demanded that the —eurrulfar dismantle all the stone portals, 
leaving only those which accessed Jidavellir directly. The —ald 
acted on :dinVs wishes immediately, and their portals are now 
heavily guarded and protected.

Ariessy was in the middle of a writing lesson with her 
sixHyearHolds when Dohn invited Dackson and Eramer into her 
classroom. ’he was lying on the ‘oor in front of a shallow 
sandpit, surrounded by children with expectant expressions.

YI want you to write the Orst letter of your name in the sand, 
remember it has to be a capital,V she said. YIVll show you.V ’he 
drew the letter A with her Onger and smiled. Yjoing clockwise, 
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youVll all have a turn, so donVt push in front of each other,V she 
swept the letter away and gestured to Thomas to go Orst.

YWineVs TV, he said, beaming a smile which was missing two 
front teeth.

Ariessy laughed. YBes, well done, now show me how you write 
it.V

Thomas scribbled a wobbly T in the sand with a shaky Onger.
The children giggled.
YIt looks like a snake,V said ’tar.
YJo, it doesnVt,V Thomas scowled at her.
Dohn cleared his throat a couple of times before Ariessy 

noticed them standing there. ’he Kumped to her feet with a 
nervous smile. YIVm sorry, we were Kust-V she paused, caught in 
EramerVs ga8e.

YAs you see, Ariessy teaches our younger children,V said Dohn.
Eramer strode up to her and folded his arms. YBou seem a little 

young to be teaching. Are you conOdent enough to manage a 
group of human teenagersNV he asked.

AriessyVs eyes darted to Dohn.
?e nodded for her to answer. 
YCm, yes, I love kids,V she replied.
YI see,V said Eramer.
’tar called out from the back of the room, YI need help.V
YPlease continue your work, donVt let us disturb you,V said 

Dackson.
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YBes, thank you,V she rushed back to the children. Y:h no, Ella, 
donVt eat it, sweetheart,V she said as she scooped a clump of sand 
out of the little girlVs hand.

YI think she must be hungry,V said zaniel.
Dackson smiled.
Eramer raised his brow and turned to Dohn. YFhat does she 

teachNV
YEnglish and Felsh, as well as manifestation,V said Dohn.
They watched her fetch a glass of water for Ella.
YFhat will she be teaching your young warriorsNV asked 

Dackson.
YFildlife conservation, she has a particular interest in birds.V
YLirdsNV said Eramer.
YBes, sheVs a talented healer; they love her,V said Dohn.
YFho, the birds, or the childrenNV asked Dackson.
YFell, both, actually,V Dohn chuckled.
YThank you, Dohn, weVve seen enough,V said Eramer.
YBes, of course.V ?e turned around and led them to the door.
Ariessy heard the door close behind them and sighed. YI love 

kidsN Fell done, Essy-you idiot,V she muttered.
YEssy, can I have water, tooNV asked zavid rubbing his eyes.
YBes, letVs all have a break and a drink, shall weNV
Eramer held back and observed Ariessy through the glass in 

the classroom door.
Dohn stopped and waited, Y—ald Eramer, is everything all 

rightNV he asked.
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Eramer drew his eyebrows together. YRine,V he said and 
reHKoined him.

After exchanging their goodbyes, Dackson and Eramer 
strolled back down the cobbled stone path to their car.

Y’o, what do you thinkNV asked Dackson.
YThereVs something about her,V said Eramer.
YThe girl, AriessyNV
YBeah-I canVt put my Onger on it.V
YI agree; letVs slip in an insurance policy.V
Eramer climbed into the passenger seat and put on his 

sunglasses. Yjot anyone in mindNV
YGeave it with me,V said Dackson.
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